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I. IN DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS

“BACK to Arkansas” was the song on the phonograph. Blondy lay on his bunk motionless, waiting for the end of the words. His stomach began to pull in; his chest rose. He stared at the dusty sunshine which streamed through the cracks in the western side of the shanty. Then he turned his head and looked through the door over the familiar flat. He knew by name and ancestry every Spanish bayonet that stuck up out of that landscape. He knew every hitch and twist in the line of fence posts that walked across the horizon.

A creaking sound from the phonograph. The “repeat” mechanism was carrying the arm of the machine back to the beginning of the record. In another moment the voice would sing:

 

I cannot fail to hit the trail

To maw and paw in Arkansas....

 

The hand of Blondy moved. His fingers touched chafed leather and then roughened metal. Something more than chance had put the bolstered gun beside him.

He pulled it out and fired across his chest without aiming. A lot of little tin cans jingled together. The voice did not begin to sing.

Dust was flying up into the cracks of sunshine. Blondy sat up.

“It’s funny,” he said. “I never hit anything before. Nothing that size, I mean.”

Bill Roan lifted his three long sections from his bunk, stood, strode to the end of the room, picked up the phonograph from the box it stood on, and shook it, gently.

A thousand little tin cans jingled almost musically. They kept on jingling for a moment after the machine was put down, and Bill Roan kept his head bent, listening when there was still no sound.

Buck McGuire, who had been putting on the records, ran his fingers through his hair. One ray of sunshine set a streak of it burning like red flame. After that, he picked up the other three records and started shuffling them aimlessly.

“I could pick ‘em out in the dark, by the nicks in the edges,” said Buck.

Into the silence came the endless barking of the prairie dogs.

“It sort of built up in me,” said Blondy. “And then I didn’t know what I was doing. I guess I’d been thinking for a long time about the fellow that sang that song.”

“He just fired without aiming, and I saw him do it,” said Bill Roan. “Like one of the old two-gun deadshot boys in Grandpa’s time. Blondy, you ever hit anything before?”

“No,” said Blondy.

“It’s just one of those things, is all it is,” said Buck McGuire.

“Speaking of prairie dogs,” said Bill Roan.

“Who was speaking of prairie dogs?” asked Buck.

“Speaking of prairie dogs,” said Bill Roan, aiming a glance at Buck down the long length of his nose, “they got their voices hitched to a spring in their tails so’s they can’t jiggle their tails without barking, and they can’t bark without jiggling their tails. We got nothing to drown them out, now the machine’s gone dead on us.”

“I’ve got my guitar,” said Blondy.

Bill Roan looked again at Buck and softly caressed the jutting red triangle of his Adam’s apple.

“He says he’s got a guitar,” said Bill.

“Yeah. I heard him, too,” said Buck. They both looked earnestly at Blondy.

“How old are you?” asked Bill Roan.

“Twenty-three, Bill.”

“He says he’s twenty-three,” translated Bill Roan.

“Yeah. I heard him say so,” said Buck.

“I’m sorry,” said Blondy.

“We don’t blame you. We blame God,” answered Bill Roan. “How’re we gunna put in the time between this and bed? How’re we gunna get the sun down?”

“I’ve finished patching my overalls,” said Buck. “I could of lasted that job out for three evenings if I’d used the old bean.”

“You could take the patch off again and stitch it smaller,” suggested Blondy.

“He says you could take the patch off again and stitch it smaller,” echoed Bill Roan.

“Yeah. I heard him say it,” answered Buck.

He stood up, suddenly. He was a small man, but big with muscle when he moved.

“Do something, will you?” he asked.

“Yeah. Sure. What?” asked Blondy.

“Wait a minute!” roared Bill Roan. “Buck’s got an idea.”

“Yeah, I got an idea,” answered Buck. “We can’t be any more damn fools than staying out here to ride fence for Perry and Applethwaite. What I say is why not barge away from here. Yeah, and come back here a year from now. We’d have something new to talk about, anyway.”

“It wouldn’t make any difference,” said Blondy. “Nothing ever happens to me. You have to read books to find the adventures.”

“How many adventures could your stomach hold, kid?” asked Bill Roan. “You can’t ride; you can’t shoot; you can’t even daub a rope on a cow; all you can do is stretch wire and straighten up loose posts. You birds are gunna stay right on here with me. It’s Sunday; that is all is the matter with you.”

“I’m going west to have a drink of that mountain-blue,” said Blondy.

“I’m going south,” said Buck, “all the way to New Orleans and ship on a tramp for the South Seas.”

“What in hell are you gunna find in the South Seas except moldy bacon and no eggs?” asked Bill Roan.

“I’m gunna find some damosels, dummy,” said Buck. “Where could you go, Bill?”

“Back to the ranchhouse,” said Bill Roan, “and get hold of a couple of real men to ride fence with me.”

“That’s right,” said Buck. “Then you’ll be here when we turn up a year from now with something to talk about. You can tell us how good the fried beans have been. Hey, Blondy, you’ll come back here the end of the year? What I mean, May eleventh sure and prompt?”

“Why should I come back here?” asked Blondy.

“Well, it’s in the book,” said Buck.

“I don’t know,” considered Blondy. “When I get away to the other side of things, I suppose it’ll be just as well to come back to this side again. Sure, Buck. May eleventh.”

“It’s kind of something to do,” said Buck. “Makes me feel like a kid again.”

Sunset lifted the western mountains into great, black, ragged paws. Against the darkness Bill Roan could not see the jogging horse of Blondy, but still, to the south, he could make out the dust raised by Buck McGuire and his sorrel gelding.

Bill Roan kicked an empty tomato can into the distance. He made a cigarette and looked over his shoulder towards the darkening east. Then he went to the can and kicked it again.




II. THE TOWN OF JASPER

MAY eleventh returned as hot as dry August, and through the shimmer of the reflecting heat waves Bill Roan watched a rider floating up from the south; first a mite, then a slowly traveling black stick, and at last Buck McGuire in clothes that were the twins of those he had worn away the year before.

“Hey, Buck, you little sawed-off bum,” said Bill Roan.

“Hey, Bill!” said Buck. “What you think, boy? What you say about yourself?”

He dropped off his horse and gripped the hand of Bill Roan. “You doggone old long-legged stork, how many frogs you been catching, Bill? How was the fried beans?”

“Prime,” said Bill Roan. “You gone and lost the skin off your nose, Buck.”

“It started peeling and wouldn’t stop.... Where’s the kid?”

“He’ll be showing up if he didn’t fall asleep somewhere and forget the way back. How were the damosels, Buck?”

“Oh, all right, all right,” said Buck. “The damn fools are always laughing–that is the only trouble with them.”

“You really get to the South Seas?”

“I got south enough, brother; I got plenty south enough. I got as far south as coconut oil.”

“How you mean?”

“They wear it instead of lavender water and talcum powder. They wear that damn oil so’s you can see the stars reflecting on them.”

“Go on and tell me, Buck.”

“Wait till a long Sunday comes, will you? What burned down the shack?”

“You know that cross-eyed son-of-a-gun, Harry Dexter?”

“Old Pie Dexter’s kid, ain’t he?”

“Yeah. Harry come out here and rode fence with me. He had a jug of moonshine and took right to it the first evening. He said he wanted to wash the Spanish bayonets out of his eyes. And he went to sleep in his bunk smoking a cigarette. The first thing I knew was smoke. I got to Harry and pulled him out with the hair all burned off his chest. And the shack went to hell in a hurry. We got another dump three miles up the line in the hollow.”

“Hotter there, ain’t it?”

“Yeah, but easier to dig down to water; and Perry and Applethwaite would send a man to hell if they could save fifty bucks. Wait’ll I leave a note for the kid, and we’ll ride up that way.”

A blackened stump of a jost still stuck out of the ground and, in a split of the wood, Bill Roan stuck a page out of his account book with an arrow pointing north and the words: “New shack in the hollow. Waiting for you, Blondy.” Then they went up to the hut. A light Ford truck stood in front of it with a fat driver under the awning of the seat.

“Hey, Pudge,” said Bill Roan, “what did you come out here to waste our time about?”

“I brought out a sack of potatoes and some self-rising flour and that kind of junk,” said Pudge. “Hello, Buck, I thought you was gone to sea last month.”

“A year ago is what you mean,” said Buck, “but your brain is as fat as your belly.”

“There’s a letter in there for a relative of yours, Bill,” said the fat man, adroitly shifting the conversation. “Fellow called Esq. But it come to the ranch and the first two names are William Roan. So long, boys. Want me to tell the boss you’re back on the pay roll, Buck?”

“You tell the boss...” Buck began, but the fat man drowned the rest of the answer with the roar of the engine and drove away. The other two dismounted, watching the kicking tail of the truck as it disappeared over the rough ground.

“Any fellow with a job where he can make a wind for himself...” said Buck.

They went into the shack. “They took and built it right after the model of the old one,” commented Buck. “They even put in the same old cracks and the same knot-holes in the rafters. You wouldn’t think they could remember a rat-trap as good as that.”

“Here’s the letter,” said Bill. “‘William Roan, Esq.’ and what in hell d’you think of that?”

“It’s somebody sending you a bill for your uncle’s funeral,” said Buck. “They’re always polite till they collect.”

“Listen,” said Bill, holding the open letter. “It’s from the kid. Whatta you think?”

“Blondy was always cock-eyed,” said Buck. “The education he got never had a chance to settle down in him and do him any good.”

“‘Dear Bill,’” read Bill Roan, “‘I’m up here around Jasper, a bit hobbled and hardly able to get down there to the reunion. Anyway, the idea of meeting again was so that we could swap yarns, and nothing much has happened to me in the past year. Otherwise, I’d put it in the letter.

“‘Best wishes to you and Buck. I hope he got as far south as the damosels and didn’t pick out one of sixty winters, even if she had a garland of gold on her head. Yours, Blondy. P.S. I’ll be getting down there to the ranch, one of these days.’”

“It’s a funny thing how the kid can remember books when he can’t remember brands,” said Buck.

“Or to close the corral gate.”

“Or where he left his matches.”


“Or how much change is coming to him. I never seen such a damn fool over the bar.”

“You know it’s only twenty miles across the Jasper Mountains down to Jasper.”

“You ever been there?”

“I’ve seen it on the map. I’ve never been there and I never want to be. I seen Joe Maple after he been to Jasper and he said it was a place all full of sleeping cats, and when they woke up they clawed each other and went to sleep again. The last time the whole town woke up was back in the T-model days.”

“We could jog over there and look up Blondy.”

“The kid might of jogged down here, for that matter.”

“He couldn’t think that far away. Not unless the ranch was up in the clouds. Let’s sashay up there and have a drink of Jasper beer and come back tomorrow morning. We gotta have a chance for a real talk, don’t we?”

“Well, boy, come on and hit the trail. Leave me put the potatoes up on the shelf and I’m with you.”

They jogged up the pass that wound through the Jasper Mountains, presently, a narrow range that jutted up like the dorsal fins of a school of sharks.

“The hell of the sea,” said Buck, “is you can’t wear a sombrero. I started out with one, all right, and the wind took and fed it to the fish the first day out. That’s what done my nose in.”

“Leave your nose in your pocket for a minute,” said Bill Roan. “There’s Jasper, I guess.”

They had reached the high point of the pass and its shoulders swung back to give a closely framed view of the valley beneath. From the narrow flats by the river low hills rolled back, spotted brightly here and there with growing crops of grain or hay. In the widest stretch of level land a jumble of houses flashed the sunlight back from its windows.

“There’s some trees, anyway,” said Buck.

“Too ornery to pave a road,” commented Bill Roan. “There’s no kind of man-sized automobile that would go down into Jasper Valley. The automobile traffic splits and runs each side through the mountains. But somebody tells me they’re going to get in a branch from the railroad. That’ll rub off some of the rust, and you can see what kind of a tin-can Jasper is, anyway.”

They followed only a winding trail, in fact, until they were down on the floor of the valley. There the way widened, ungraded, the hoofs of the horses slipping through the deep dust into chuck-holes. Comfortable farmhouses sat back from the main road at the ends of tree-shaded lanes, every house surrounded by a dark island of foliage; and the whir or the dim clanking of a windmill was always somewhere inside the horizon of the senses.

“You know what it said in the book that day about the land of adventures?” said Bill Roan. “Well, this is the land of sleep. I could shut the old eye and fall right out of the saddle.”

“I hear something that sounds like work going on,” answered Buck. “Maybe not, but I think so.”

Here the wind that blew down the valley fell away and they heard distinctly the chugging of an engine behind a grove of trees. With it came the faint chiming of steel blades, and of steel hammers falling, all softened by distance until the turn of the road brought them directly to the place.

It opened among the trees, long lines of excavations for foundations and yonder a section of wall rising. Men were working with pick and shovel, wheelbarrows, hammer on drill, trowels, horse-drawn scrapers, and a round-bellied cement mixer was turned by a donkey engine. An arch of white canvas over the side of the road proclaimed in great red letters:

 

DENVER AND GRANBY RAILROAD

JASPER STATION

 

Not far off a wooden sign read:

 

FOR BUILDING LOTS AND FULL INFORMATION AS

WELL AS MAP OF THE PROJECTED NEW DISTRICT

APPLY TO THE OFFICE OF PERRY T. BALWIN

COMPANY, MAIN AND SECOND STREETS.

 

Yet another sign read:

 

WORK DONE BY PERRY T. BALWIN COMPANY,

CONTRACTORS AND BUILDERS.

 

Bill Roan and Buck drew rein beside the road and watched the workers, each thinly veiled in a cloud of dust of his own making.

A boy with a haltered cow on a rope also had paused to lean on the fence and watch the station building. He had a foreign aspect because the visor was torn off his cap and the remaining beret had been stuck at random on the blond bristles of his hair. Sun had burned his face dark; wind had chafed it with lines of gray into an irregular pattern.

“What’s the name of the cow, brother?” said Bill Roan.

“Jimmy,” said the boy.

He turned pale, disinterested eyes upon them and then looked back at the noisy building scene.

“You mean her name is Jimmy?” asked Buck.

“She was named after me before she turned out like this,” said Jimmy.

“A low-down trick,” said Bill Roan.

“All cows is low-down,” said Jimmy, without turning his head.

“He says all cows is low-down,” said Bill Roan, translating.

“He says so, and he’s right,” commented Buck.

“I say so, and I am right,” declared Jimmy.

“This Perry T. Baldwin is quite an hombre around these parts, ain’t he?” asked Bill Roan.

“He says so,” answered Jimmy.

“Kind of a big-hearted bird, anyway, giving away land to the railroad. I never heard of anything given to a railroad except a black eye, up to this,” observed Buck.

Jimmy extended his arm, pointing to the spaciousness of a large idea. He said: “Yeah, he gave away this land that the railroad is building on. But look at two hundred more acres that he’s got here. Worth fifty dollars an acre, a month ago. Now he splits it into twenty lots to the acre and sells those lots at a hundred dollars a throw. That’s two thousand an acre, or nineteen hundred and fifty clean profit except for the gab he spends on the deal. Two hundred times two thousand is four hundred thousand bucks, minus ten thousand for the land, and that gives you three hundred and ninety thousand dollars for Perry T. Baldwin. Who gives him all that money? The suckers that didn’t have the sense to make the railroad build right in the middle of Jasper.”

“Jimmy,” said Bill Roan, “you sure can figure it.”

“I got a milk route and I sell wild blackberries,” said Jimmy. “You gotta learn to figure when you do these things.”

“Jimmy,” said Buck, “you seen around Jasper a kid by name of Blondy about six feet high, twenty-three years old, with a pale pair of eyebrows, and weighing about a hundred and seventy pounds?”

Jimmy turned his head at last and stared.

Bill Roan assisted: “Got a kind of a cock-eyed, lost look around the eyes, and sometimes talks like a book. Never can carry his matches and cigarettes papers and Bull Durham all the way across the room in one trip.”

“You mean,” said Jimmy, “the fellow that tames wild horses and can shoot the claws right off a flying hawk? You mean the gunman?”

Bill Roan laughed.

“The kid I mean,” he said, “can hardly stick to an old mule; and he couldn’t hit a barn unless the barn was held right still by somebody. Come on, Buck. We’ll mosey on into the town. Where you get good cold beer in Jasper, Jimmy?”

“You get good beer at Flynn’s and cold beer at Pete Reilly’s,” said Jimmy.




III. WANTED FOR MURDER

WHERE the cows wore trails around the first house in Jasper, the lanes of the town grew up. At least, they looked like lanes or streets from certain angles, but again they were simply trails through the jumble of houses, sheds, windmills, and shanties that made up the town of Jasper, population fifteen hundred. Only Main Street was straight, and paved. It was two blocks long and ran from First Street to Third Street.

Here the stores, the two hotels, the moving picture house, and every other building of importance in the town were located. The County Court House was the exception. It had a block to itself and sat back behind a fairly ragged lawn with a dozen tall palms scattered about. The palms had been pruned too closely, and they sagged their heads all to one side. About their feet the grass failed to grow. But it was an imposing Court House.

“I know what it’s like inside without being there,” said Bill Roan.

“So do I,” said Buck. “I can see the big brass spittoons standing around all handy in the hallways. You would not think that Jasper would have a right fine up-to-date Court House like that there, would you?”

Just before their horses trod the hard pavement of the Main Street, where half a dozen old automobiles were backed aslant between the lines of the parking place, they came upon Pete Reilly’s saloon on one side of the street, and Flynn’s exactly opposite.

“You want cold beer or good beer?” asked Bill Roan.

“Try the cold beer first,” said Buck. “Besides Reilly’s is in the shade, just now.”

They watered the horses at the trough, which ran in three sections along the edge of Pete Reilly’s big, permanent, roofed awning. Then they advanced through the swing-doors into the barroom. The smell of beer barrels and whiskey kegs soured the air. The floor had just been swept. The lines where the water had been scattered remained dimly visible. It was an obscure room with one unshuttered window giving a picture of cattle grazing on green pasture land, a windmill beside a trough with a wide black margin of mud where the water had overflowed, and in the background a straw stack with one side carved away and glittering with fire and gold in the sun.

All the rest of the room was dark, and the darkest thing in it was the face of Pete Reilly behind the bar with a pair of black handle-bar mustaches sweeping down as far as his second double chin. His eyes never winked. The eyebrows met above the nose and angled outwards and upwards.

“We hear you got the finest beer in town,” said Buck. “Let’s have a pair of the tallest.”

Reilly, stooping silently behind the bar, placed upon it a pair of glass mugs that might have held two quarts apiece.

“Hey!” said Buck. “Glasses, brother, not mugs–”

Reilly did not smile. But his mustaches drew back a little as he filled a pair of glasses, ruled the bubbles off the top, and passed them onto the bar. Bill Roan and Buck lifted the drinks to one another.

“In your eye, Bill.”

“A long life and a wet one, Buck.”

They drank.

“How about it?” asked Reilly, his black eyes dwelling on them.

“C-c-colder than ice cream!” said Buck.

“Some folks eat my beer with a spoon,” said Reilly, with the same unmoved, intent face. “Flynn, the poor fool, ain’t got an ice house. And he ain’t got the brains to cut the ice to fill one.”

Bill Roan, sipping his beer diligently, said: “You know a kind of wall-eyed kid about twenty-three years old around Jasper? Been here maybe short of a year. Kind of handsome looking with pale eyebrows and looks a long ways from home, mostly.”

“You mean The Streak?” asked Pete Reilly.

“Streak of mud, maybe,” laughed Buck.

“Friend of yours?” asked Pete Reilly, picking Buck’s fifty cent piece off the bar.

“The kid? Oh, sure he’s a friend,” said Buck.

Pete Reilly shoved the fifty cent piece back across the bar. He pointed a finger like a gun at the door. It was with his left hand that he pointed. His right hand fumbled for and found something heavy beneath the bar.

“Get out!” said Pete Reilly.

“What?” asked Buck, sticking out his bulldog chin.

Bill Roan took him by the shoulder. “Come on, Buck,” he said. “All this damn beer does is make your teeth ache, anyway.”

He got Buck to the door before the short man turned and shouted: “You ain’t a bartender. You’re a damned undertaker.”

“Get out!” said Pete Reilly, his finger still pointing like a gun.

They untethered their horses and moved them across to the hot sun that slanted under the awning of Flynn’s place.

“I’m gunna go back,” said Buck. “I’m gunna go back and slam the big bum just once on the chin.”

“That guy is sour,” said Bill Roan. “The only time to fight a sour guy is when it means something. And what does it mean to get into a fight about a bird called The Streak? That poor fat-head of a Blondy is what we want to find.”

“Maybe, maybe,” said Buck. “That fool of a kid never would bring nobody no luck. But it was being asked to have a fight and sort of backing down. That’s what eats me.”

“The thug had a gun under the bar,” said Bill Roan.

“I got a gun, too,” said Buck.

“Aw, listen, Buck. Be a fool if you want to, but don’t go and be a damn fool.”

Buck permitted himself to be led into Flynn’s saloon. It was a brighter place than Reilly’s. Along the walls hung colored advertisements. Fresh, damp sawdust cooled the floor. And in a corner three men were drinking beer around a small table.

“Now pipe down about the kid,” said Bill Roan. “He’s gone and got himself in wrong some way. Just pipe down about him. Leave me do the talking.”

“I don’t want to talk about him. I don’t care if I never lay eyes on him again. I want to talk about beer and Reilly’s,” said Buck.

There was a fat little bartender with a bald head as red as his face and a big blue vein running across the top of it.

“Are you Flynn?” asked Buck.

“That’s me, partner,” said the fat man.

“You keep frozen beer or something that a man can drink?”

Flynn beamed upon them.

He set about filling two glasses unordered.

“You been to Reilly’s,” he decided. “A couple of years ago he discovered ice and went kind of crazy. He sells you a stomach-ache with every glass.”

“And when you drink your beer over there,” said Buck, “you find the damned black face of Reilly in the bottom of the glass.”

The beer came out of the spigot in a creaming, hissing stream.

“Is it steam beer, brother?” asked Bill Roan.

“It’s the best kind of regular beer,” said Flynn, “and it’s chilled by nature, partner. Chilled with fresh spring-water that rises in my own backyard, yonder.”

He filled the glasses. A collar of white an inch deep stood up on top, bulging above the rim of the glass. They drank.

“Chilled?” said Bill Roan, lowering his glass. “He says it’s chilled, Buck.”

“Not too much to kill the fine bitter flavor of the hops,” pointed out Flynn.

“Not too much to kill the taste of the hops,” translated Bill Roan.

“Anyway, there’s no Reilly in it,” said Buck.

“I been hearing things about a tall young fellow up this way,” murmured Bill Roan. “Pale eyebrows, good natured sort of a lost look. Don’t seem to know what he’s about, half the time. Kind of handsome, in a way.”

“Friend of yours?” asked Flynn, growing very sober.

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Bill Roan. “Just kind of wanted to meet up with him.”

A chair pushed back in the corner of the room.

Flynn, bending, lifted from beneath the bar a big poster ornamented at the top by full-face and profile pictures of “Blondy” Jim Terrance.

“It’s Blondy!” breathed Buck.

Bill Roan said nothing. He was reading aloud in a dull, stunned voice the caption which ran beneath the picture.

 

WANTED! WANTED! WANTED! WANTED!

FOR THE MURDER OF PHILIP B. COLES

“THE STREAK,” OTHER NAMES UNKNOWN.

HEIGHT SIX FEET, EYES BLUE, WEIGHT ONE

HUNDRED SEVENTY, HAIR BLOND, MANNER

PLEASANT, AGE TWENTY-THREE

$2,500 REWARD.

 

The figures had been crossed out and in their place had been written: “$5,000.”

“Five thousand dollars!” said Bill Roan.

A footfall had been crossing the room. A powerful young fellow almost as tall as Bill Roan loomed at the bar and rested a hand on the edge of it. His eyes burned into the face of Bill Roan.

“How would you like the spending of that much hard cash?” he asked.

“Why, brother,” said Bill Roan, “anybody could use five thousand without a lot of pain, I guess.”

“Don’t ‘brother’ me, you dirty damned headhunter!” said the big young man.

Bill Roan licked his lips.

“That’s fighting talk,” he said quietly.

“If you were twice as many pounds as you weigh, I’d use my hands on you,” said the stranger. “But if you’ve got tools for any other sort of fighting...”

“Hold on, Harry!” said the bartender. “Maybe they’re friends of The Streak.”

The other two men from the corner of the room were striding over the floor, calling out: “Don’t start anything, Harry. You two back out of here before Harry starts breaking you up.”

They came crowding in on Harry.

“If you back down, I’ll take on the big porker,” said Buck.

“I’m not backing down,” said Bill Roan. “I’ve got the tools, and I’ll use them if I have to. But I want to tell you that we’ve bunked and fed with Blondy for a whole year at a time.”

“His name ain’t Blondy. It’s Jim,” said Flynn. “The Streak’s name is Jim. You boys got it all confused. There’s not going to be any trouble about this.”

“His name is Blondy Jim Terrance,” said Bill Roan.

“Wait a minute,” sang out Harry. “Wait a minute, everybody. Let go of me, you two. Stranger, would you put up your hand and swear you are not hunting for the blood money?”

“I’ll do better than that,” said Bill Roan. “I’ll shake yours if you’re his friend. This is Buck McGuire, another old chum of Blondy’s. We got the wrong idea in Reilly’s place. He asked us out of his saloon when we said that we were friends of Blondy.”

“Did he do that?” cried Harry. “I’m going to tear the damned black whiskers off his face right now!”

His two companions clutched him. He brushed them away with a huge double-armed gesture and ran towards the door.

“Harry! Harry Layden!” shouted fat little Mr. Flynn. “What did you promise The Streak?”

Harry Layden already had knocked open the swing-doors, but the last words stopped him. He stood for a moment with one hand resting on top of half the door, the other half banging back against his thick shoulder.

At last he turned, breathing hard, a bright new devil still shining in his eyes.

“That’s right, Harry,” said one of his friends. “The Streak signed you up for the quiet life. You can’t let him down can you?”

“I can’t let him down,” agreed Harry Layden.

He went back to the bar and dropped his elbows on it, put his face in his hands.

“I’ve got to keep on taking it and smile!” he groaned. “I’ve got to lie down like a yellow dog and let every rat in Jasper run over me on the trail of The Streak. They’re going to corner him and shoot him in the back. I know what’s coming! They’re going to murder Jim while I stand by with my hands tied... tied by him!”

Flynn reached across the bar and patted the big shoulders.

“Stand up and take it with a grin,” said Flynn. “They haven’t got Jim yet. They’re not going to get him if his friends stand by him. The only question is, are we standing by? What more can we do? You tell us, Harry, and we’ll do it.”

“I think you will, Flynn,” said Layden. “You are a good fellow.”

“We’re having a drink on the house. Whiskey, boys. Beer isn’t good enough for this round,” said Flynn. “Stand up and take it, Harry. Take your places, boys.”

He spun out the glasses. They ran winking down the bar from his expert hand, wheeling exactly into place before each man, and coming to a halt in a little tottering dance. Before they were still Flynn was sloshing each glass half full of pungent whiskey.

“I’m going to give a toast with this one,” said Flynn. “You boys wanta hear a toast?”

“Make it a short one,” said Harry Layden. “I want the whiskey more than I want to listen to talk.”

“You got to listen,” said Flynn. “Boys, I’m asking you all to drink to a man with a hard fist and a soft hand. You’re gunna drink this, or go dry, to a man that never was beat by wild horses or men, a man that’s got a straight gun and a straighter eye, a man that may have a dark past, but he’s got a clean heart, a big heart, a heart that never said ‘no’ to a friend, a man that never seen luck he couldn’t smile at, a man that’ll die the way he lived.”

By this time Harry Layden was standing stiffly erect with his glass raised in a sort of permanent salute.

Flynn, like a clever political orator, seized on the emotional moment to lower his voice at the climax, instead of raising it.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I give you the man whose friendship is an honor to me. The Streak!”

They drank. And Harry Layden smashed his glass upon the floor.




IV. THE STREAK

BIG Harry Layden took Buck and Bill Roan by the elbows and stiffened their arms with the strength of the grip.

“It may be the whiskey working,” he said, “but I believe what you’ve told me. You’re friends of The Streak. And I wish you’d tell me how long you’ll be around town.”

“Why, we just wanted to see Blondy... and then we thought...” began Bill Roan.

“Listen, partner,” said Harry Layden. “You mind not calling him ‘Blondy’? It sort of bothers me. It sounds a little soft.”

“He says it sounds a little soft,” translated Bill Roan.

“He says right,” said Buck. He swallowed. “For a fellow like The Streak, it sounds soft.”

“If you want to see Jim,” said Layden, “I don’t promise anything. It’s not too easy. But it might be done.”

“We’ll step along to the hotel,” said Buck, “and then you might let us know when...”

“You’ll step where?” asked Harry Layden, smiling. He laughed upon them both from his magnificence and height. “You’ll step to a hotel, will you? What would Jim think of me if he heard that two of his old friends slept in the hotel? You’re coming home with me, and no more arguing about it.”

There was no more argument. The three of them rode out of Jasper through the late afternoon slowly, in the old Ford of Harry Layden. Tall Bill Roan held the lead-rope of his gelding, to which Buck McGuire’s mare was hitched. The two horses crowded out to one side to avoid the dust that puffed and boiled out from the wheels of the automobile.
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